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Power of Interest Groups
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WHAT FACTORS MAKE INTEREST GROUPS STRONG?

SIZE

• More members = more money, more votes

• More members also mean greater cross-pressure among members and 
possibly less focus

• As size increases, free rider problem increases.

– Free riders are people who benefit from the interest group without 
making any contribution.

– i.e., an elderly person will benefit from the group’s lobbying efforts 
whether or not he joins AARP.

– IG try to prevent this by giving incentives for people to join the group.

SPREAD

• The extent to which membership is concentrated or dispersed - is important
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WHAT FACTORS MAKE INTEREST GROUPS STRONG?

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE: CENTRALIZED OR DECENTRALIZED

• An organization with separation of powers tends to be less cohesive than a 
centralized, disciplined group

LEADERSHIP

• Leaders may either bring the various elements of a group together or sharpen 
their disunity

RESOURCES

• Money

• Expertise

• Reputation

• Connections

• Volunteers
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WHAT ARE EFFECTIVE TACTICS (TECHNIQUES) 
OF INTEREST GROUPS?

MASS MAILING (COMPUTERIZED AND TARGETED)

LITIGATION (USED BY NAACP, ACLU, NOW, ETC.)

• Amicus curiae briefs - someone who is not a party to a case who offers 
information that bears on the case but that has not been solicited by any of 
the parties to assist a court

USE OF MASS MEDIA

• Independent expenditures

• Issue advocacy

BOYCOTTING
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WHAT ARE EFFECTIVE TACTICS (TECHNIQUES) 
OF INTEREST GROUPS?

ELECTIONEERING

• Funneling volunteers to campaigns

• Encouraging members to vote

• Campaign contributions

• Endorsement of candidates

• “Targeting” of unfriendly candidates

• Issuing “report cards” to rate candidates

INITIATIVE, REFERENDUM AND RECALL AT STATE AND LOCAL LEVELS

LOBBYING
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INTEREST GROUPS AND AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

THE POWER ELITE THEORY

• A small number of super rich individuals, powerful corporate 
interest groups, and large financial institutions dominate key 
policy areas.

• PACs encourage a close connection between money and 
politics.

6



INTEREST GROUPS AND AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

THE PLURALIST THEORY

• Many interest groups compete for power in a large number of 
policy areas.

• Pluralists emphasize that America’s fragmented federal system 
and division of power into three branches provides many points 
of access to influence.

• As a result, no one group can dominate the entire system.

• Pluralism: growth of interest groups prevents the concentration 
of excessive power in the hands of few, and thus enhances 
democracy –> rebuttal: wealthier groups tend to be over-
represented, and poorer groups tend to be under-represented.
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INTEREST GROUPS AND AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

THE HYPERPLURALIST THEORY

• There are too many interest groups trying to influence public 
policy.

• When political leaders try to appease competing interest 
groups, they often create policies that are confusing and at 
times contradictory.  As a result, legislators avoid making hard 
choices that are in the national interest.

• i.e., anti-smoking campaigns by public health groups and 
subsidizing the crops of tobacco farmers. 
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THE INFLUENCE OF LOBBYISTS

WHAT IS LOBBYING?

• Attempting to influence the decisions of policymakers. 

• Interest group lobbying is generally most effective on narrow 
technical issues that are not well publicized (nobody has 
expertise on the issue except for the lobbyist)
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THE INFLUENCE OF LOBBYISTS

WHO ARE LOBBYISTS AND WHAT DO THEY DO?

• A person who is employed by and acts for an organized 
interest group or corporation to try to influence policy 
decisions and positions in the executive branch (bureaucratic 
agency) and legislative branch (congressional committee)
– Influence governmental decisions, especially legislation

– Provide information to Government (Lobbyist = policy specialist, 
congressman = policy generalist)

– Testify at hearings

– Help write legislation
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THE INFLUENCE OF LOBBYISTS

WHO ARE LOBBYISTS AND WHAT DO THEY DO?

• The revolving door is the employment cycle from 
government to interest group
– Government employee to lobby the agency they came from is illegal 

–> conflict of interest 

– Congress to lobbyist is legal (with a “cooling off” period)

– Iron triangles are mutually supporting relationships among 

• Interest groups

• Congressional committees and subcommittees

• Government agencies 
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TOP SPENDERS - 2013
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TOP INDUSTRIES - 2013
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EXPLAIN WHY LOBBYISTS ARE GOOD FOR AMERICA?

• They provide useful information to government

• They provide a means of participation for people

• They provide a means of representation on the basis of interest 
rather than geography.  A “third house of Congress.”

• 1st Amendment protection

• Lobbyists have always spent money. It’s more out in the open.

• As Madison points out in Federalist #10, the “remedy” of curing 
the evils of faction by eliminating their causes is worse than the 
disease.  Potential loss of liberty is worse than the abuses of 
lobbyists.
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EXPLAIN WHY LOBBYISTS ARE BAD FOR AMERICA?

• Rich and powerful interests are over represented.

• Average and poor people are under represented.

• By safeguarding, liberty, equality is sacrificed.

• Single-issue lobbies, especially, contribute to political 
polarization.

• Lobbies contribute even further to diffusion of power, 
making it even more difficult for govt. to get things done.
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REGULATION OF LOBBYING

1946 Federal Regulation of Lobbying Act and 1995 Lobbying Disclosure Act

• Provisions

– Defines lobbyist as one whose “principal purpose” is to influence legislation.

– Registration required of lobbyists.

– Disclosure required of lobbyist’s employer, finances, and legislation to be 
influenced.

• Loopholes

– “Principal purpose” is ambiguous – only 6800 of 80,000 lobbyists are 
registered.

– Disclosure statements are merely filed, not analyzed.

– No enforcement mechanism.

– The act covers only lobbying of Congress, and omits lobbying of executive 
branch.
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